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Brain-Memory-Learning.
A Neurologist'sRJ View. By W. Ritchie Russell, C.B.E., M.D.(Edin.), D.Sc.(Oxon.), F.R.C.P. (Edin. and Lond.) . (Pp. xii + 140; illustrated. 18s.) Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1959. For the clinical neurologist, the chief interest and importance of Dr. Ritchie Russell's book will be his account of the physiology and pathology of concussion, his study of the traumatic amnesias and of traumatic epilepsy. His title does not reveal this significant component of his book, but deals with its more speculative aspect, namely, the consideration in terms of physiology of the processes of learning and memory, and the bases of character.
Some clear clues as to the possible physiological foundation of the two former are to be found in the classic papers of Sherrington and his collaborators, Graham Brown and Leyton, published in the early years of the century, and we may well doubt if any more significant observations have been made since. What has changed is simply the language in which these matters are discussed, and this is now the language of electronic recording methods.
Sherrington, however, was content to place on record his pregnant observations of the "lability" of the cerebral cortex-an unfortunate term under which much of the import of his discoveries has remained hidden-and he did not seek to leap the unbridged gap between physiology and psychology by proposing that the behaviour of the cortex could, by a suitable variation of vocabulary, be erected into an account of thought, memory, learning and so on. This, indeed, seems to be what is now being attempted. But to write of facilitation, cerebral alertness, synaptic knobs, nerve networks and reverberating circuits does not provide an account of thought, learning or memory, save for those who regard mental activities as no more than a sort of universe of nerve impulses in action. Of these, Jackson wrote that by solidifying the mind into a brain, they propose an easy settlement of a difficult problem.
Your reviewer believes that the present state of knowledge does not allow meaningful accounts of these mental activities in strictly physiological terms, nor does he believe with Dr. Ritchie Russell that the traditional distinctions between brain and mind, psychology and physiology are disappearing. They are in the nature of things and cannot be talked away.
Yet, the author makes a gallant attempt to "orrelate these two categories, and he will command the reader's respect for his courage in this, as he will achieve the reader's admiration for the clinically based chapters of his monograph. These reveal a wide and ripe experience. Publications 1957. This is by far the most important monograph we are aware of, dealing with the whole question of air-study of the brain. The author is a clinical practising neurologist of experience and distinction who, after his training in London, returned to Melbourne to take up an appointment as head of a department of neurology. To some extent he was perhaps a little isolated and the fairly novel technique of pneumoencephalography fell to his lot. With his customary care and thoroughness-even meticulous in its nature-Graeme Robertson set about learning and then perfecting his skill. It is doubtful whether, in any neurological or neurosurgical centre anywhere in the world, air-studies are carried out with greater success. Without undue resort to the literature of the subject, Graeme Robertson proceeded over the years to record his experiences, especially with reference to the technical finesses, his results and their correlation with brain pathology. The result is this present monograph, with its beautiful illustrations-comprising radiographs, photographs and the author's own line-drawings-which we believe is unique. Graeme Robertson's monograph is essential to the library of every neurologist, neurosurgeon and neuroradiologist. The short preface states that: "This book has been written primarily for undergraduate students.... Sufficient operative surgery has been included to meet the needs of those students intending to specialize in surgery." The last phrase is ambiguous, but if it means "house surgeons and Fellowship candidates" the title and the preface raise the two fundamental questions: What is the basic surgery that an undergraduate student should know, and should one
